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Abstract: This paper reports on the findings of qualitative, semi-structured interviews conducted with 40 older Australian 
participants who either did or did not engage in organized learning. Phenomenology was used to guide the interviews and 
analysis to explore the lived learning experiences and perspectives of these older people.  Their experiences of learning 
can be described in two main categories of pleasure and leisure or purpose and relevance. Almost all the activities 
described in these categories have the potential to support health and wellbeing. Organisers of activities should take these 
reasons into account. 
Learning, active ageing and wellbeing 
The World Health Organization (WHO) defined active ageing as “the process of optimizing opportunities 
for health, participation, and security in order to enhance quality of life as people age” (WHO 2002:12). 
Similarly Phelan et al (2004) conceived active or successful ageing as a multidimensional phenomenon 
which includes physical, functioning, psychological, and social health. From these perspectives, attention 
is given to a range of factors that contribute to the maintenance of health and independence through 
lifestyle choices, quality of life, engagement in activities, and exploring the perceptions of aging and 
retirement (Grant 2008). 
 
Continuing to learn is a key element for active and healthy ageing in later life (Boulton-Lewis, G. & 
Tam, M., 2012; Boulton-Lewis et al., 2006; Hammond 2002, 2004; Narushima, 2008).). Learning has 
been found to support older adults in gaining socio-economic, psychological and socio-political 
resources and is found to have positive experiences in either enjoyment of life, confidence, self-
concept, self-satisfaction or the ability to cope (Dench & Regan 2000). Engaging in learning keeps 
older people involved in enjoying and living life fully, through building self-confidence and coping 
strategies, maintaining cognitive functioning and knowledge, health management, keeping up with 
technological developments, maintaining social relationships, and encouraging wisdom (Boulton-
Lewis, 2012) It may even improve neuroplasticity, support new neural pathways and utilize new brain 
cells (Valenzuela, 2008). Maintaining a stronger sense of psychological well-being in later life may 
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protect against the development of physical frailty. (Gale, Cooper, Deary, Aihie Sayer, 2014), 
 Elder learning issues: Needs, motivations, interests 
Most of the research on elder learning research been on the ‘needs’ of older people. McClusky (1971) 
classified elders’ learning needs as coping, expressive, contributive, influence, and transcendence. In 
broader terms, researchers later suggested two main clusters of needs, or motivations for elders to 
engage in learning, i.e., expressive and instrumental motivation (O’Connor, 1987; Silverstein, Choi & 
Bulot, 2001). Expressive motivation refers to personal development and social relations, while 
instrumental motivation is related to work, career, and skills training. Adding further Boulton-Lewis, 
Buys & Lovie-Kitchin (2006) found that older adults have strong motivation to learn despite the fact 
that they learn more slowly, need more practice, and have varying interests. They also identified 
significant factors for active learning which include being female, having good physical health, level 
of prior education, good mental/emotional health, being younger, living in regional areas, not being 
retired, and having a higher income. 
The focus of what older people want and need to learn can vary depending on the perspective of the 
learner or the facilitator. Much of the research in elder learning has been about rather than with older 
learners (Withnall. 2000). In research in Australia, older adults reported their key learning interests 
were transportation, health and safety (Boulton-Lewis et al, 2006). These older adults were also 
interested in and wanted to learn about technology, leisure activities, and new things in general. 
“Young-old” (65-75 years) adults were more likely to want to learn than “old-old” (75+ years) adults, 
and their reasons were to keep their minds active and stay mentally stimulated (Boulton-Lewis et al, 
2006).  
Older adults participate in both formal and informal educational activities. Formal education is 
normally organized by educational and non-educational institutions in the form of courses, 
workshops, seminars, and lectures. Activities organized by non-educational institutions and referred 
to as non-formal education are typically short-term, voluntary, facilitated (Merriam, Caffarella & 
Baumgartner 2006), non-vocational, and non-credentialed. Informal education (sometimes identified 
as informal learning) is defined as education that is normally self-planned, whereby individuals or 
groups learn in a variety of ways using a variety of resources (Spencer 2006 in Sloane-Seale, A. & 
Kops, B. 2010).  Non-formal learning activities have always been highly successful in attracting older 
adults. The past three decades has seen a steep proliferation of 3rd-age learning programs catering 
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exclusively to the interests of older adults (Findsen & Formosa, 2011). The appeal of non-formal 
learning lies in the opportunity to engage in senior learning projects, socialize with peers, and 
engaging in physical and cognitive activities, but without any pressures of accreditation and 
assessment (Findsen & Formosa, 2011).  Research also suggests that older people vary in their 
preferences about how and where they want to learn. Some want organized courses and activities, 
while others want one-to-one tuition or to learn on their own. Some older people do not want to 
continue learning at all (Boulton-Lewis, 2012). The Economic and Social Research Council in the UK 
found that many seniors preferred informal forms of learning such as reading, conversation and 
watching educational television (2003).  
While there has been some research exploring the motivation for elders to engage in continued 
learning and the topics they want to learn, there has been limited investigation into why elders choose 
or not to engage in learning. The heterogeneity of the post-work population and the diversity of 
experience of different groups of older people suggest a different approach is needed to explore the 
influence of events, beliefs and experiences over the course of the learners’ lifetime and hence how 
these influence what they want to learn. (Withnall, 2000). Consideration needs to be given to shifting 
the focus of debate away from policy maker and practitioner perspectives on education towards 
learning and ensuring that the voices of older learners themselves can emerge (Withnall, 2006). Thus 
the purpose of this paper is to explore, from the perspectives of older people, their reasons for 
engagement in active learning and choices that might positively affect their wellbeing. Hence a 
selection of our data was analyzed to determine reasons for being active and learning in a sample of 
Australian seniors. 
Method 
This research is part of a larger project investigating learning issues for older adults in Australia and 
Hong Kong. This paper reports on the findings of qualitative, semi-structured interviews conducted 
with Australian participants. Focusing on individual experience, phenomenology was used to guide 
the interviews and analysis (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005) to explore the lived experiences and 
perspectives of older people.  Our in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted from March to 
July 2014.  
Participants and Study Populations  
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Utilising a purposive sampling strategy, 28 participants (aged 55 years and older) were identified 
from 400 respondents to a Perceptions of Learning Survey distributed to members of Council on the 
Ageing Queensland (COTAQ) in 2013.  COTAQ (http://cotaqld.org.au/) is part of a national 
seniors’ organization that has as its mission to advance the rights, needs, and interests of people in 
Queensland as they age. Survey respondents who volunteered to participate in the interviews 
indicated whether they perceived themselves to be organized (formal and non- formal) or non-
organized learners. Another 12 interviewees were individually recruited to bring the number to 40. 
Twenty each of organized and non- organized learners were selected. In selecting participants, 
consideration was given age, gender, location, financial status, prior education, and engagement in 
learning. Table 1 summarises learning, age, gender and prior education for the sample. 
Insert table 1 here 
Procedure 
Standard interview and ethical protocols were followed. Ethical clearance was sought and granted 
by the university human research ethics committee and written consent was obtained from each 
participant prior to the interview. Participants were invited to participate in a semi-structured 
interview (lasting approximately 45 minutes) over the telephone or Skype. Interviews were 
structured to explore issues of most importance to participants.  Seven open-ended questions were 
asked, with the use of prompts when required to explore: a) active ageing and learning, b) 
involvement/experience with continuing learning. c) the value of learning, d) reasons for (or not) to 
engage in learning, e) interests, facilitators and how they wanted to learn and f) barriers and 
facilitators to learning. 
Analysis 
The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed, with a manual thematic analysis conducted to 
identify key categories, themes and patterns (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005). Thematic analysis 
followed three iterative steps: 1) transcripts were read and re-read to identify the overarching 
themes; 2) manual coding was used to identify common and contrasting concepts and significant 
experiences, phrases, expressions, or words were identified; and 3) themes were identified, 
reviewed, categorised and named to understand the perspectives of older learners.  This coding 
process was repeated until the point of data saturation.  
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Results 
Fewer people in the 55-59 and 70-74 groups were engaging in organised learning and the largest 
number engaged in formal learning was between 65 and 69 years, particularly those with university 
qualifications. Men and women were similar in terms of engagement and perceptions of learning, 
and financial situation did not make much difference to learning engagement. Themes identified, 
which relate to wellness and health, are, a) pleasure and leisure and b) purpose and relevance. These 
are represented visually in Figure 1. 
Insert Figure 1 
We know from the survey results ( in preparation) that the top preferences for learning were leisure 
and home activities (49.2%), art and creative activities (47.5%), health and fitness (44.7%) and 
technology (41.3%). We also know that they chose variously to learn in groups (58.2%), by reading 
(55.3%), by hands on activities (53.7%) or by involvement in community or volunteer organisations 
(43.25) as the most preferred modes. 
Interviewees who engaged in both organised and non-organised learning gave similar reasons for 
what motivated them to learn. There was no clear difference between those engaged in organized or 
non-organized learning activities. The interviews gave us more information about the reasons for 
choosing learning activities. Their learning preferences can be visually described (see Figure 1) into 
activities for pleasure and leisure and those for personal purposes or relevance to other activities. 
These are similar to the two main clusters of motivations for elders to engage in learning, i.e., 
expressive and instrumental motivation (O’Connor, 1987; Silverstein, Choi & Bulot, 2001) but 
possibly more inclusive.  There are linkages between the themes but the main purpose our 
participants gave for their activities fitted into one or other of these categories. All these activities, in 
either of the categories should keep people actively learning and therefore support health and 
wellbeing.  
FIGURE 1 Learning activities  
Insert here 
Pleasure and leisure 
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For both organized and non-organized learners the meaning of learning varied.  For many, learning 
provided stimulation, interest, pleasure and curiosity, and was described as necessary for keeping up 
with ‘things’.  Learning was also described as an activity that occurred naturally every day. While 
others thought it was only necessary to learn what was ‘good for you’. Learning generally was an 
empowering activity that confirmed they were still alive and thinking and could access knowledge 
for themselves. 
….  It is more important to learn for the joy of learning.  It’s the independent sparking of 
curiosity… [learning] means nothing different than when I was young.  Learning opens new 
options and possibilities.  (12OL1) 
…it tells you are still alive and that you can still think…. how to rationalise logical thinking and 
approach things … knowledge is always power.  … reminds you that you are alive and still doing 
things.  I still Google a lot, for example I’ve changed the way I’m eating so I learn a lot about 
herbs … (9NOL)   
The range of leisure activities undertaken by both formal and informal learners was diverse including: 
languages, literature, travel, reading, creative writing, music, arts, and family history. Some were 
undertaking new learning and others were continuing to learn again in areas where they already had 
some earlier experience. 
…well, it is important to find something you love and then learn as much as you can about it.  I 
enjoy crafting and card making, so I attended fortnightly classes to learn about the intricacies of 
this hobby.  Then I learned about patchwork with crafting.  I bought 2 new sewing machines, so 
then I had to take classes from Singer, to learn how to use the machines!  I think because I enjoy 
crafting and it is relevant to me, then learning is easy and enjoyable. (7OL) 
I don’t know about learning new things, but I have gone back to dancing …Well I did go back 
and do a refresher course on the computer before I went and bought one, and I went to the U3A 
for 3 months back in 2003… it has to be relevant to you (8NOL) 
Social aspects of learning and communicating with others were important particularly for the formal 
learning participants. Learning contexts included those who liked working in groups, those who 
preferred one-on-one and those who preferred the internet. Some participants liked learning across the 
                                                          
1 12OL is participant 12 who engaged in organized learning. 9NOL was a non-organized learner 
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range of contexts as this gave them the ability to experience a range of learning and social 
environments.  
I’m not a class loving person but I do go for the company - (craft group) (6OL) 
I like to talk to people, get an understanding of their perspectives and points of view.  I like books 
and of course the internet. (12NOL) 
I would ask my friends who have the same interests.  I don’t use the computer and I haven’t been 
to a library in years.  I like to communicate with people face to face.  (5NOL) 
Among the non-organized learners there was a preference for face to face or group learning. They 
liked learning with others and were positive about the interactions in a group. They felt that groups 
sharing knowledge constituted a shared learning experience and that talking and getting other points 
of view was useful, as it was stimulating, and more personal. Some organized learners were happy to 
learn on their own. 
I like to talk to people, get an understanding of their perspectives and points of view.  I like books 
and of course the internet… (12NOL) 
I hate technology , so I am no good at learning on the internet and I don’t like the library, so I 
just sort of learn through the school books that the kids have…I do hate the computer , I hate the 
bloody thing.  I am on the age pension, so I do have to use it for Centrelink once a fortnight.  I 
only do what I have to do on it (13OL) 
Purpose and relevance 
Learning for a purpose or learning that was relevant was important for both organized and non-
organized learners Most participants were focused on maintaining fitness and independence.  Fitness 
activities and courses included a variety of pursuits, such as gymnastics, dance and sailing.  
I think it is necessary, in fact almost essential, if you want to retain your independence, if you 
want to remain active you need to be able to support that by learning the skills that enable you to 
do that (17OL). 
By far the most mentioned learning activity related to technology and computers. Learning activities 
were described as being important for engaging with information technology and the internet. 
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Participants wanted to keep up with technology developments, business and jobs, volunteering, or to 
help grandchildren. Some participants indicated it was difficult to find appropriate computer courses 
for their needs. 
If you have a PC you are always learning about how to keep the thing operating.  This 
technological age you can see the big divide that’s developing between the early baby boomers 
… and those that have come afterwards… (10OL). 
Well I did go back and do a refresher course on the computer before I went and bought one, and 
I went to the U3A for 3 months back in 2003 [for that]… it has to be relevant to you (8OL). 
We have just been given custody of a 12 year old boy, so I am relearning all the things that 
pertain to a young boy.  I have to readjust my schedule so that I am there for him.  I am learning 
technical things  with the computer and  the like (13NOL) 
Some participants highlighted the importance of learning for applying for or undertaking employment 
or volunteering positions.  
I couldn’t get a job I joined the SES one week before the floods hit…I sat 16 courses and passed 
them all (both field and classroom based) …I had to learn because I couldn’t get a job.  I am a 
bit of a technophobe – I am not great on computers  (5OL) 
…the only real learning I have done is through my business…  I’m thinking of doing a business 
degree (17OL) 
The importance of relevance was a recurring issue for both groups. Relevance often related to 
personal advancement such as learning to address a personal or family interest, or health and 
wellbeing. The participants felt that learning that improved their personal or family situations would 
be of significant benefit.  Some of the reasons they gave for not being interested in learning were due 
to it not being relevant to their current lives.  Many participants felt that an activity ‘that was not 
relevant was not worth learning’. Relevance was also discussed in terms of keeping up with 
technology or meeting goals.  
If I want to learn something I will, but if it isn’t relevant to me, I won’t bother  (4OL) 
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I wouldn’t do something for the heck of it – it would need to be relevant to me.  (13OL) 
Learning for me, as I get older, has to be relevant to me, my children and my family (5OL) 
Barriers existed for both organized and non - organized learners. Participants mainly described time, 
transport, health and age related problems, lack of facilities and costs as barriers to their learning.  
That facility [visual memory] is no longer there.  I’m not sure when it evaporated but there is 
other hooks - I don’t hear and well, I don’t see as well, I don’t receive as well as perhaps I once 
did in my 20’s (12Ol) 
It is $30 a year to join the U3A.  It mightn’t sound like much but if you can’t afford groceries, it is 
a lot.  The government should subsidise you (12IL) 
One of the things that disappoint me is that it is much harder for someone in their 70’s to get 
back into the University, cost wise. I would have loved to have gone back and done a PhD.  I’ve 
got an MBA…for a self- funded retiree HECS is an impossible thing as you are never going to be 
able to work and repay it off (9NOL) 
They also worried about being judged. 
Well I think that as people get older, we worry that we will be judged.  Part of the main thrust of 
learning is to find out where study or learning opportunities are and then ask for help if you need 
it  (10NOL) 
Discussion and conclusion 
The purpose of the research described in this paper was to explore, from the perspectives of older 
people, active learning that might enhance wellbeing. As described above, engagement in learning is a 
key element for active and healthy ageing in later life. It keeps older people involved in enjoying and 
living life fully through building self-confidence and coping strategies, maintaining cognitive 
functioning and knowledge, managing their health, keeping up with technological developments, 
maintaining social relationships, and encouraging wisdom. Our interviewees described active ageing 
encompassing learning that was either for pleasure and leisure or for purpose and relevance. 
In the pleasure and leisure strand as shown in Figure 1, participants said they wanted to learn for 
stimulation and interest or for social reasons. They wanted to enhance their lives by engaging in 
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creative activities such as languages or arts and acquiring new knowledge. Social activities were 
varied but were engaged in with the desire to meet regularly with others.  
In terms of the purpose and relevance strand some participants were very concerned about keeping 
physically and cognitively fit and mitigating the effects of ageing. Technology skills were important 
in themselves and in facilitating other activities. The focus on relevance has stood the test of time as 
in 1973, Knowles found that older adults usually know what they want to learn and why. Knowles’s 
work pioneered the concept that older adults are internally motivated and self-directed, that they bring 
life experiences and knowledge to learning experiences, are goal oriented, relevancy oriented, are 
practical and like to be respected. 
Generally most participants wanted to enhance their lives, learn new things or things that they ‘loved’ 
or enjoyed, to retain independence and engage in activities to keep their minds and bodies active. 
Those that were most likely to engage in learning were between 65 and 69 years old. As Boulton-
Lewis and others (2006) found “Young-old” adults were more likely to want to learn than “old-old” 
adults, and their reasons were to keep their minds active and stay mentally stimulated.Men and 
women were similar in terms of engagement, more people with university qualifications were 
engaged in organised learning; and their financial situation did not make much difference to learning.  
The frequent mention of relevance is significant for learning by older people in Australia. This may 
be partly because in Australia the onus for organizing, learning as one ages, falls on the individual 
learner. Despite groups such as COTA (Council on the Ageing), National Seniors and U3A 
(University of the 3rd Age) that provide programs as well as numerous formal and informal offerings, 
potential learners must find learning opportunities for themselves, pay for them, and usually travel to 
access them, and hence are unlikely to do this unless the activities are relevant or give them real 
pleasure.  
The range of learning activities described all have the potential to contribute directly or indirectly to 
physical, mental or social wellbeing. Whether the learning is undertaken for pleasure or for a 
particular purpose the activities described would keep most of the interviewees physically and 
cognitively engaged, independent for longer and making worthwhile contributions to society. As a 
result they are likely to experience enhanced wellness. Some of the interviewees said that it was hard 
to know what learning opportunities were available. Given that learning is important in active ageing 
groups offering such activities need to be more proactive in making information available to older 
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people. For example Councils and Seniors organizations could set up websites listing possibilities 
This research was conducted in Queensland, Australia. Australia in general is a country where 
conditions for ageing are good. People over 65 are supported by superannuation or pensions. Health 
services and educational backgrounds are adequate. For example in Queensland outside the major 
metropolitan areas about 60% of men and 68% of women aged 65-74 had incomes between $200 and 
$599 per week (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2011). Fifty eight percent of men aged 65-74 
had education from years 10 to 12, with about a quarter  at year 12, and 60% of women had years 10-
12 education with about one third  at year 12 (ABS.2011). In the major metropolitan areas the figures 
were a little higher. The majority are Australian by birth. The government does not provide learning 
for older people but a range of opportunities exists for those who are interested in finding them. It is 
likely that similar reasons for learning will prevail in other developed countries with similar 
conditions. Hence those offering learning activities for older people in such environments need to be 
mindful that their major motivating reasons will be for pleasure or a purpose. 
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Table 1, Composition of sample 
 Organized learning  
(formal and non-formal)  
Non organized learning 
 (informal) 
Total 
Ages  55-59 
           60-64 
           65-69 
           70-74 
           75+ 
0 
6 
7 
2 
2 
3 
0 
7 
10 
3 
3 
6 
14 
12 
5 
Gender 
          Male 
          Female 
 
9 
11 
 
9 
11 
 
18 
22 
Education 
         PRIM 
         SEC 
         TECH 
         UNI 
 
0 
3 
4 
13 
 
2 
6 
4 
8 
 
2 
9 
8 
21 
 
 
Figure 1, Reasons for learning  
 
Learning 
Pleasure/Leisure 
Interest/ 
Stimulation 
Languages 
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General 
knowledge 
Social 
/Company 
Formal and 
informal activities 
Purpose/ 
Relevance 
Physical/Cognitive 
Fitness 
Range of activities 
To mitigate ageing 
effects 
Technology 
Skills needed for 
other activities 
Volunteering and 
Care 
Family and 
personal care  
Support groups 
and other 
organisations 
